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The language in The Executioner's
Song is often uncomplicated,

REVIEVVS
The Executioner's Song by Norman

Mailer. New York: Warner Books,
1979, 1024 pp. $3.95.
ERHAPS IT IS FAIR to ask if a
1024-page "true life novel"
about a man who indifferently
slaughtered two innocent men is
worth reading. And perhaps if The
Executioner's Song were simply an
account of the life, exploits, and
execution of Gary Gilmore, the
answer would be no. But this novel
is more; the style in which it is
written and the issues that it raises
commend this book both for its art
and for its social commentary.
In its preparation, Mailer relied
o n court transcripts; letters between
imprisoned Gilmore and his lover,
Nicole Barrett; and taped interviews
with Gilmore himself, Nicole,
Gilmore's relatives, friends ,
employers, and his victims'
acquaintances, as well as policemen,
detectives, prison guards, judges,
lawyers, psychiatrists, civil
libertarians, and journalists-more
than three hundred people who
were, in one way or another, drawn
into the case. Over a fifteen-month
period, Mailer formed, from this
chaos of facts and recollections, a
narrative which lacks the strongly
opinionated tone , called "the voice
of Aquarius," that so characterizes
his previous works.
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sometimes flat , and sometimes even
ungrammatical. But this is no
indictment against Mailer's
writing: he is merely trying to
accurately characterize people who,
too, are often uncomplicated,
sometimes flat, and who sometimes
speak ungrammatically. His simple
style authentically reconstructs the
colloquial language of some of his
characters. The sentence structures
may lack complexity, but the
arrangement of detail and shifting of
characters through whom the
narrative unfolds display Mailer's
genius of observation and virtuosity
of literary craftsmanship. This is
evident even in the first paragraph.
Brenda was six when she fell
out of the apple tree. She
climbed to the top and the
limb with the good apples
broke off. Gary caught her as
the branch came scraping
down. They were scared. The
apple trees were their grandmother's best crop and it was
forbidden to climb in the orchard. She helped him drag
away the tree limb and they
hoped no one would notice.
That was Brenda's earliest recollection of Gary.
Perhaps one of the more
fascinating aspects of the novel is its
ability to draw the reader into the
bleak, oppressive, and sometimes
horrifying world it describes. It has a
strange sort of power which endows
the reader with a curiosity,

compelling him to confront what he
is afraid to confront and to endure
what is unpleasant to endure. In
describing Gilmore's second
murder, for example, each
revelation leads to the next until
finally the gruesome scene is
exposed.
Then she heard Ben talking to
somebody in the front office.
She thought maybe there was
a child there because she
heard a balloon pop. So she
went out to talk. No reason.
Just felt like talking to a kid.
As she went through the
door from the apartment to
the office, a tall man with a
goatee, who had been about to
leave, turned around and
came back toward her.
... Quickly , she turned
around and went back to the
apartment .. .. Then she got
herself together, and walked
through the living room into
the kitchen and peeked into
the office .... She got there in
time to watch the strange man
walk out the door. Then she
walked in.
Ben was on the floor. He just
lay there face down, and his
legs were shaking. When she
bent over to look at him , she
saw his head was bleeding.
She had had first-aid courses
once and they told you to put
your hand to a wound and
apply pressure, but this was
awful heavy bleeding. A wave
of blood kept rising out of his
hair. She put her hand on it.

While its literary technique makes
The Executioner's Song difficult to

put down , the issues it raises,
whether intentionally or not, make it
difficult to stop thinking about.
Gilmore was extremely intelligent,
and the people in Provo were good
to him. Why did he wantonly murder
two innocent men whom he had
never met before? Why did he
demand execution? What role does
or should the media have in
covering cases like Gilmore's?
Would Gilmore have continued to
insist on being executed if he had
not received the publicity that he
did? Did the media, then , in an effort
to gratify its audience, not only
report but create news?
Mailer does make a statement in
The Executioner's Song. In part, the
book attempts to portray a segment
of the West with its run down pickup
trucks, corner drug stores, and
cultural sterility. And perhaps, here,
Mailer can be faulted for creating a
view of the West which is
unrepresentative of many who live
there. But at the same time, there is
truth in his representations; his
detail and dialogue bring to our
attention an often unnoticed or
forgotten group of people who are
trapped economically and socially in
a bleak world.
But Mailer refrains from
answering the majority of the
questions he raises and often from
even commenting on the material
he narrates. The tone of the novel,
with few exceptions, remains flat
and objective. Mailer presents us
with "true life" and with conflicting
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views, but not preferentially. We are
left to decide for ourselves about
Gilmore, the death penalty, the news
media, and about people. One of the
novel's greatest values is that after
bringing us nose to nose with
significant issues and questions, it
leaves us to find the answers. It asks
us whether we have progressed in
our attitudes and sensibilities
beyond the lusty Roman crowds
who watched with morbid
fascination as men maimed and
murdered each other. But then it
remains silent as we strain our ears
for the answer.
ls The Executioner's Song worth
reading? The answer depends
largely on each individual. Certainly,
few books written in the last year
exhibit the literary technique and
social significance of this Pulitzer
Prize-winning novel. The time and
effort spent in its reading can yield
valuable rewards. But those who
have weak stomachs or who are
offended by views and lifestyles
contrary to LDS mores would
probably prefer to leave this
volume, and perhaps other Mailer
works as well , unread.

-Kurt L. Harrison
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The Mormon Experience: A History
of the Latter-day Saints by Leonard J.
Arrington and Davis Bitton. New
York: Vintage Books, 1979, 404 pp.
$5.95.
HERE SEEMS TO BE a new
spirit developing in the recent
works of Mormon historians and
archivists. No more of the same
retelling of stories for members of
the Church along lines established
decades ago. Wider interpretations
are allowed , and hence, there seem
to be fewer depictions of all Saints as
so close to perfect and all mob
members as so far from good. This
change appears as the world begins
to discover that Mormons are more
than just a sect or a cult: in their eyes
we have become a bona fide
religion. This type of feeling
requires a new and more
sophisticated mode of
interpretation-as a religious
tradition. A recent work that follows
this new path is The Mormon
Experience: A History of the
Latter-day Saints by Leonard J.
Arrington and Davis Bitton.
Arrington and Bitton are among
those that initiated this new feeling
in Mormon historiography, and they
are to be credited for their fine
work.
The Mormon Experience can be
an illuminating book for both
members and nonmembers, though
nonmembers may have difficulty
with some of the distinctly Mormon
terminology. Since the book's
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approach is "more topical than
strictly chronological" (p. x ), the
historian's perspective can be used
more effectively to help us
understand present conditions in
terms of earlier events. Though
designed to be an institutional
history of the Church, all aspects of
the Church's growth, from doctrinal
co social, are suitab ly covered. The
treatment is balanced and does not
draw coo much attention to any
particular line of development. The
book is intended for those "who
simply wanted to find out about the
Mormon people" (p. xii ).The
authors state chat their purpose is to
produce an analytical, interpretive,
topical history designed for a broad
readership. They attempt to give the
special insights of an insider, and yet
still retain a scholar's proper
objectivity. And thi s they do ,
providing what Richard Bushman
wou ld call a "faithful history" of
critical believers who are true "to
the a priori assumptions of revealed
religion " (Wi lliam Mulder,
"Mormon Angles of Historical
Vision: Some Maverick
Reflections,"Joumal of Mormon
History 3 [1976):15).
The book's sixteen chapters are
divided into three parts: The Early
Church, The Kingdom in the West,
and The Modern Church. This
arrangement is pleasing because the
twentieth century is not treated as
the usual postscript to the Church's
nineteenth century beginnings.
The first section, The Early
Church, begins by painting a
realistic picture of the milieu and

circumstances that gave birth to the
pinings of the youngJoseph to seek
Goel. With quotes from
Swedenborg, Schweitzer, and
psychologist Erik Erikson , the
authors help to find hidden insight
into the often enigmat ic personality
of Joseph Smith. Attention is also
given to the considerab le
antagonistic treatment of the
Prophet. The authors note that the
"saintly Joseph of Mormon
biography" who "often seemed to
dwell above human passion and
earth ly circumstance," and the
Joseph who was tried as a money
digger are distorted extremes. Both
"miss the heart of the man , whose
often contradictory acts and
paradoxical rhetoric suggest that the
stereotypes ignore his humanity" (p.
17). With this realistic treatment of
Joseph Sm ith, Arrington and Bitton
may set a precedent for future
treatments of individuals and of
groups in Mormon history.
After a disguised theological essay
entitl ed, "The Appeals of
Mormonism ," Arrington and Bitton
use the troubled religious
conditions of Joseph's clay to
introduce the events leading to the
westward migration of the Saints.
The fine quality of this historical
outline is underscored by the
sensitive ly balanced treatment given
the persecutions in Ohio and
Missouri. Though their religious
beliefs were offensive to some,
many of the Saints' economic and
social practices ( trading only among
themselves, heavy purchasing of
land, polygamy, sympathy for
87
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Negroes, to name a few) are
suggested as the leading cause of
their numerous problems. Though
attempting to build Zion, the Saints
were by no means perfect. Their
troubles climax with the
assassination of Joseph Smith and
the dispersal of the Saints to the
West. The accession of Brigham
Young to the presidency of the
Church provides a transition to the
book's next part, The Kingdom in
the West.
Part Two is not just concerned
with the process of settling the West,
but it also follows the growth of Utah
from a small , and struggling, bastion
of Mormonism to the center of a
worldwide church organization and
an important economic entity.
Immigrants and Indians are treated
in separate chapters, since both
groups had considerable influence
on the growth of the Church's
temporal kingdom. The authors also
provide an important survey of the
political vicissitudes the Church has
had to endure, thus shedding
further light on the unique Mormon
heritage. The first political trouble
came with Mormon bloc voting and
certain LDS economic practices.
Polygamy, though , was later to
become the issue which proved to
be the Church's greatest challenge.
However, from their original
feelings of mistrust and suspicion
toward the government, most LDS
Church members eventually
became more patriotic than most
other Americans. Their firm
commitment to what the Saints
believed was a heavenly inspired
BB

constitution may have played some
part in this change.
The chapter "Marriage and Family
Patterns" takes on the inevitable and
unenviable task of describing and
defending the Church's former
practice of polygamy-"the
principle." Though many critics
have seen little in Mormondom
beyond polygamy, Arrington and
Bitton suggest that since less than
one percent of all Mormons were
ever part of polygamous
households , a more correct view
would emphasize eternal marriage,
not plurality of wives. Polygamy is
treated from an orthodox view but is
not given the length or depth of
analysis that, perhaps, many
non-Mormons might have liked.
Polygamy is described adequately,
but only in proportion to its
importance as one of many forces
which has shaped the Latter-day
Saints' destiny.
Arrington and Bitton write a
chapter on the nineteenth century
ward, yet this material could easily
have been included in other
chapters, or perhaps it could have
been broadened to contain
descriptions of contemporary ward
life, since a ward is the most central
community institution in Mormon
worship patterns. Contemporary
issues are not ignored, however.
"Mormon Sisterhood: Charting the
Changes" is a fascinating discussion
of the evolution of women's roles in
the Church. There is, of course, the
perfunctory laud for the work of the
Relief Society; and there is a brief
discussion of Mormon women's
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reactions to polygamy. "Charting the
Changes" comes into play with the
defensive posture which the Church
assumed when confronted by
charges that Mormon women were
being oppressed and denied
meaningful tasks in the Church. And
now, though maintaining a
definitely traditional stance, the
hierarchy of the Church is beginning
to recognize the special needs of the
numerous divorced, widowed, and
single women in the Churchgroups which in the past tended to
feel left out of the Church's
family-centered activities. Some
polarization will probably always
remain, but for the main part, the
Church as a whole grows as diverse
views and differences in people are
recognized, and accepted or
reconciled.
It is this process that is examined
in Part Three. The remarkable
growth and vigor of the Church are
explained as a "creative adjustment"
resulting in part from the severe
social and governmental pressures
to change and conform during its
early and middle years. "Church and
Kingdom: Creative Adjustment and
Reinvigoration" is an interpretative
discussion of the Latter-day Saints'
accommodation to the political and
social demands of the late
nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries. This accommodation was
not total; the distinctive fabric of the
Mormonism established by Joseph
Smith remained and flourished.
No book on the Mormons would
be complete without an
examination of the finances of the

Church. Many, including lifelong
members, may find that the chapter,
"The Temporal Foundation," holds
numerous surprises. The authors do
point out that although the Church
has many assets, the capital is largely
tied up in schools, seminaries, and
churches-none of which is
income-producing property. The
financial soundness of the Church is
due largely to the payment of tithing
by many faithful members.
More than any other part of the
book, the last two chapters, "In the
World-Institutional Responses"
and "Group Personality: The
Unsponsored Sector," contain an
accurate picture of what a modern
Latter-day Saint is and does. Whether
arising from theology or from the
Mormon social culture, to a
Latter-day Saint the terms "to be"
and "to do" are almost synonymous.
Much of the narrative in the final
chapter reads like a Who's Who of
Mormon Successes, and there are
many fascinating stories of famous
members and past leaders. John
Widstoe, for example, is most often
remembered in his calling as
Apostle. It is not as well known ,
though , that he was one of the
world's pioneer soil physicists.
In The Mormon Experience , the
average Latter-day Saint is not left
out of the history. Arrington and
Bitton endeavor to show Mormons
for the variety of human beings they
are-people with problems as well
as strengths, people with a sense of
humor as well as spirituality. The fact
that Mormons have achieved and
made contributions in the
BB
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"unsponsored sector," that is,
outside of the Church organization,
is stressed through a number of
examples. For instance, the Korean
children's singing group, Tender
Apples, was started by an LDS
serviceman. Many other volunteer
service groups have been formed by
independently acting members,
outside of the Church's institutional
boundaries.
The book closes with Richard
Poll's symbolism of Liahona Saints,
those who are more liberal,
skeptical, and tentative, and Iron
Rod Saints, those who are more
conservative, unquestioning, and
faithful to authority. The authors
point to the "healthy tension"
between these types of LDS people,
suggesting that the differences
promote a progressivism and that
the combination of opposing
natures produces a greater balance
and stability to the faith through a
positive resolution.
One particular aspect of
Arrington 's and Bitton's work that is
criticized by some is the lack of
cohesion between chapters. Many
chapters could stand on their own as
autonomous essays, most notably
the chapters "Mormon Sisterhood:
Charting the Changes" and "Church
and Kingdom: Creative Adjustment
and Reinvigoration." Indeed, I first
started reading the book in the
middle and then jumped from
chapter to chapter-usually not a
good way to read a book, but for this
volume the method worked.

The documentation is ample, yet
it is somewhat frustrating that the
notes are listed at the end of the
book only under the chapter
number, making it necessary to flip
back and forth to find correct
references. In the appendix is the
Bibliographical Essay which
illuminates, somewhat, the task of
collating and integrating the scores
of works used in preparing a volume
such as this. Many of these works are
only newly accessible, particularly
journals. These help to add a novelty
to many accounts.
Facts do not speak for themselves,
and this is the attitude that Leonard
Arrington and Davis Bitton appear to
have taken in producing this
interpretive history of the Church of
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.
Historical outlooks may often
change with the passage of time, but
The Mormon Experience is to be
recommended as a work that will
endure.

-Eric D. Winegar
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